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ADVERSE TRENDS IN OLDER SHOPPING DISTRICTS 


OR the past several years, many neighborhood shopping districts in the St. 

Louis area have been developing symptoms of their approaching infirmity. 

The foremost symptom and at the same time the most disastrous effect of 
this infirmity is vacancy. Another unhealthy symptom is high turnover, anda third 
one is ‘increasing percentage of nonretail use.” 




















These remarks and those to follow are based on an annual survey made by 
Roy Wenzlick & Co. in the Greater St. Louic area, and deal only with older neigh- 
borhood shopping districts - mostly string street or ribbon developments. The 
survey is made by driving slowly through each of the shopping districts and noting 
the name and type of use at each address. The results are then tabulated and 
compared with the results of previous surveys. The 50 districts covered by the 
survey are scattered through the city and suburbs of St. Louis, and range in size 
from 35 to 265 stores (or uses, because an increasing number are not stores). 
Street frontage in these districts ranges between 1, 800 feet and 9, 000 feet. 


As you can see from the chart op- 4 
posite, adverse trends are continuing 
to increase in these districts. Per- 
haps the most disturbing is the rising 12 _ 
vacancy rate, which has climbed to My ’ 
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7. 2% in 1955 from 2.7% in 1947. An- LA. 
other adverse trend, perhaps fore- OUTLETS IN NON RETAIL USE 
shadowing a continued decline of these \ 

districts, is the increasing percentage | 

of *nonretail use.” This figure has ~ a 
risen from 10.1% in 1947 to 12.4% in 
1955. Percentage of turnover is a 
fairly good indicator of the stability of 
a district, and this indicator is a good 
deal higher thanitwasinthe early post- 
war period. Its present high level of 
11.2% during the 1954-1955 period 
suggests that these districts are be- 
coming more unstable than they were 
in 1947-1948, when the turnover per- 
centage was only 3. 0%. 
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One analysis of the vacancy percentages reveals about what you would expect. 
All of the 15 districts with the greatest vacancy rates (7.9% to 15.0%) are located 
within the highly urbanized areas of Greater St. Louis. Furthermore, of the 12 
suburban districts covered by the survey, 11 had a lower than average (less than 
7. 2%) vacancy rate. 


Insofar as growth of the districts since 1947 is concerned, most of it has 
naturally taken place in the suburbs. Of the 10 districts with the greatest growth 
(12% to 39%) 7 are located in the suburbs. Moreover, one of the rapidly growing 
urban districts has a 12% vacancy rate, indicating that expansion may have been 
overdone. Conversely, the districts that have shrunk the most are the urban 
districts. Among the 15 districts that have shrunk (from 0.5% to 22.5%), 14 
are inurban areas. The biggest decrease was caused partly by demolition 
of buildings for a new expressway. In this district only, however, was the demoli- 
tion of buildings a factor. 


Before going on to a more detailed analysis, let’s take one final look at the 
three disturbing factors. 


Vacancy. In 1947, vacancy amounted to 152 units out of a total of 5, 602 (2. 7%). 
In 1955, it amounted to 421 units out of a total of 5,823 (7.2%). Thus, while the 
number of units has increased about 4%, the number of vacancies has increased 


177%. 


Turnover. From 1947 to 1948 there were 170 new uses out of 5, 602 total, or 
a 3% turnover. From 1954 to 1955, there were 655 new uses out of 5, 823, or a 
turnover of 11. 2%. 


Nonretail use. In 1947, there were 564 outlets devoted to offices, storage, 
industrial, residences and churches in stores, and other nonretail uses. This 
amounted to 10. 1% of the 5,602 outlets. In 1955, this figure had risen to 720 non- 
retail uses out of 5, 823 outlets, or 12.4%. During this 8-year period, the number 
of realty-loan-insurance offices increased 41%, doctor and dentist offices in- 
creased 40%, storage increased 50%, as did industrial uses, and churches in 
stores. Despite the decreasing housing shortage, there has been an increase of 
126% since 1947 in the number of residences in stores. 


Change of use within the shopping districts has also reflected some well-known 
trends. For example, the number of food stores has been in a steady decline in 
these older districts, and is now 24% below the 1947 figure. This is accounted 
for by the new shopping districts, all of which contain at least one supermarket, 
and the tendency of supermarkets to locate in more isolated spots where plenty of 
parking is available. The following tabulation shows what changes have taken 
place in these older districts. 
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PERCENTAGE OF NET CHANGE BY GROUPS 
1947-52, 1952-53, 1953-54, 1954-55, 1947-55 
(Summary of 50 Shopping Centers) 


1947-52 1952-53 1953-54 1954-55 1947-55 
Food group ~11.6 -5.6 -4.3 -5.0 -24.0 
General merchandise group +4.2 -1.5 -1.5 +3.1 +3.2 
Apparel group +5.2 -1.7 -4.0 ~5.6 -8.5 
Furniture-household group +2.5 -1.2 * -2.5 -1.0 
Eating-drinking group +5.5 -0.6 -1.5 -2.5 +0.8 
Automotive group -1.0 -4.5 +0.8 -2.6 -7.1 
Lumber -building group +15.5 -7.6 +6.3 -7.2 +5.4 
All other retail group +0.1 +0.3 -1.6 +2.4 +1.1 
Service group -1.6 -1.8 -0.4 +2.3 -1.7 
Recreation group -6.4 -4.1 -11.4 +8.0 -14.0 
Office group +9.1 +7.8 +1.3 +1.1 +20. 2 
Noncommercial group +23.9 +2.6 +26.5 +2.7 +65.0 
Vacant, for rent, others +42.8 +32.6 +16.7 +22.7 +177.0 


*No change. 


You will notice that over the 8-year period nearly all shopper types of use 
have decreased. General merchandise and the lumber-building group have shown 
slight increases, but all other shopper types of outlet and the service and recrea- 
tion groups have decreased. Furthermore, you will notice that during 1954-1955 
the lumber-building group decreased in number by 7. 2%. 


Within the individual groups of stores there have been even wider percentage 
changes during the 1947-1955 period. The table on the following page shows the 
more significant of these changes. About the only explanation we can offer for a 
decrease in the number of fur shops in these older districts is that the families 
that usually wear furs are moving into the suburbs and are now patronizing the fur 
shops located in the newer shopping centers. Insofar as hat shops are concerned, 
they usually require a high vohime of traffic, and a good many of them have moved 
to the newer centers. Liquor stores are probably diminishing because of the ten- 
dency for supermarkets and drug stores to carry large supplies of liquor at cut- 
rate prices. The decreases in the other types of stores are for similar reasons. 
Nearly all types of shoppers’ goods outlets are decreasing in these older districts 
because they are being hurt by the competition of the new shopping centers. We 
have pointed out many times that the new centers were going to compete most vig- 
orously at first with the old string street developments. Later on, when the older 
districts have been closed down, the new centers will start competing more vigor- 
ously with each other. 


Now notice the types of uses that have shown the biggest increases. Of course, 
it’s obvious why laundromats have increased so much. There were relatively few 
of them in 1947 and a comparatively small numerical increase resulted in a large 
percentage increase. That stores selling floor coverings and drapes have 
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increased shows that the do-it-yourself trend is not confined to the suburbs. How- 
ever, this is hardly shopper-type merchandise. Music stores have increased in 
these older districts for two main reasons. First of all, more kids are taking 
music lessons and more kids are buying records. Moreover, there has been an 
enormous increase in the production of records and record players. Secondly, 
the number of music stores was at a low ebb following the war, and this increase 
probably brings them back to about where they should normally be. 


' PERCENTAGE OF NET CHANGE IN USES, 1947-55 
(By Type of Business) 


Decreases Increases 
Fur shops ... Laundromats 
Hat shops Floor coverings, drapes . 
Groceries Music stores 
Liquor stores Industrial 
Confectioneries ..... Storage 
Delicatessens Realty, law, insurance off. +41.0 
Filling stations Doctors, dentists 
Shoe repair Shoe stores 
Beauty shops Taverns and bars 
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Of all types of uses that have shown substantial increases in the number of 
outlets during the 1947-55 period,only shoe stores sell what is considered shopper- 
type merchandise. The other increases have come in outlets that sell merchan- 
dise purchased at infrequent intervals, or in service outlets, or in outlets that 
are nonretail in character. 


The same trends that affect these older districts in the St. Louis area are 
undoubtedly at work in other large cities, and for the same reasons. These dis- 
tricts grew up many years ago along public transportation lines and clustered 
around transfer points. The increasing congestion, caused by more people and 
more automobiles, frequently concentrates in these districts, making automobile 
shopping difficult, if not unpleasant. 


Most of these districts will never regain their former importance. Some of 
them, however, hold such possibilities that through rezoning and redevelopment 
they can be brought to a point where their importance and utility will last for many 
years. Asa matter of fact, rezoning and redevelopment would improve them all, 
but in some cases the surrounding neighborhoods have deteriorated to such an ex- 
tent that simply cleaning up the shopping district would not be enough. 


It is relatively easy to guess the future of some of these old districts. The 
strong ones will go downhill for a few more years and will then be rehabilitated. 
The weak ones will slowly die and will be replaced by some other use. Those that 
are neither strong nor weak cannot be analyzed so generally, but the chances are 
that they will continue to go downhill until they become much smaller. 











